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Reflections of a caterpillar 


A caterpillar was crawling around eating the green leaves in a garden. Every now and then it 
would see an insect with large beautiful colorful wings flying around the flowers in the garden 
and would wonder what it would be to be that beautiful butterfly flying around at will! Alas, 
resigned to the fact that the caterpillar will never be the same as the butterfly, it just goes on 


through its daily chores. 


One fine day, a guru butterfly comes around and the caterpillar shares its awe and wonder of 
seeing the butterfly. The guru calmly listens to the caterpillar, and understanding its excitement 
tells the caterpillar “tat tvam asi”. The caterpillar doesn’t understand what it means. The guru 
explains in simple words that “you caterpillar are the butterfly”. The caterpillar still doesn’t get 
it. Believing that the guru would not lie, the caterpillar attempts to interpret the statement in 
ways that would make sense to it now. At times it thinks, “Oh the teacher means that the life in 
me is the same life in the butterfly too. In that sense | am the butterfly meaning it is the same 
common life that is in both of us.”. At other times it thinks in the other extreme, “Oh perhaps | 
am missing the negative particle ‘not’; the teacher means to clarify and restate the already 
known fact that | am not the butterfly”. But then the question is that why should the teacher 


take the trouble to state what | already know and believe in? 


The guru simply smiles and requests the caterpillar not to overthink and complicate. The 
meaning is simple and direct, “you caterpillar are the butterfly”. At this point the caterpillar 
loses the mind and questions in an agitated tone, how can it be the same as the butterfly? 
Except for the fact that both are alive, there is no other similarity between them. In fact, they 
are quite opposites. This direct explanation is an illogical blasphemy. The caterpillar is just all 


uniform green, whereas the butterfly is of various colors. The former only crawls, whereas the 


latter flies all around. Former eats bitter green leaves, versus the latter eats nectar from 
flowers. No wings versus wings. Ugly to look at versus beautiful. Tiny in size versus quite large. 
How can they be the same? How can the statement ever be valid? Isn’t it seen that they are 
different? The statement is in conflict with direct perception; and during such conflicts, 
perception is always considered as more valid. Therefore, to not conflict with perception, the 
statement must be reinterpreted to logically make sense. The simple direct meaning cannot be 


accepted. Thus is the caterpillar’s train of thoughts. 


The guru, all the while, merely listens and smiles along. These words and arguments are only 
the expressions of ignorance on the part of the caterpillar. The fact is that the butterfly is 
indeed the caterpillar itself and nothing else. However, this fact has not been understood and 


realized by the caterpillar yet. No amount of logical arguments can change this direct fact. 


The guru says that the caterpillar and the butterfly are identical. The only difference is that the 
butterfly is aware of it while the caterpillar is not yet aware. The guru further explains that the 
relation of identity is not applicable to the present circumstances of perception, but the deeper 
insight that the caterpillar itself unfolds and transforms into the butterfly. This self-unfoldment 
is called metamorphosis. With this process the very same caterpillar comes to realize that it 


itself is the butterfly indeed. 


The caterpillar chips in, asking what is the proof for all this? Why should it believe in this 
process? The guru responds that this must be a practical self-realization process - 
aparokshanubhuti - and no amount of theoretical discussion can make a caterpillar realize this. 
This, and the firm faith in the words of the realized masters, are the only true means of this 
knowledge. In the current circumstances the differences and limitations stated by the 
caterpillar are valid, albeit transient, temporary and subject to changes. This limited situation is 
not the objective of the statement. The statement, instead, is an indication of true immediate 
direct realization. The only direct proof is for the caterpillar to attempt this process and see for 


itself. 


The caterpillar at this point surrenders to the guru and asks for the means of this self- 
realization. The guru explains the path of karma yoga to control all its natural instincts and 
outgoing senses, like crawling around and eating the leaves. Then the path of buddhi yoga (or 
raja yoga) to build a cocoon around itself and stay still within. Then the path of bhakti yoga for 
an innate desire to become one with the butterfly, letting go of everything else. Finally, the 
path of jnana yoga for a continuous single pointed contemplation of the butterfly itself, to 
become the butterfly. At this point the process of metamorphosis takes place automatically and 
caterpillar would be transformed into the butterfly. With this would come the immediate direct 
realization (aparokshanubhuti) “aham butterfly asmi”, and breaking open the cocoon, it would 


fly around enjoying the world! 


The caterpillar trusts the guru and decides to follow the process to see for itself. It soon directly 
realizes “aham butterfly asmi” and emerges out of the cocoon as an awakened butterfly. It then 
realizes that all those arguments, though valid from that limited temporary perspective are not 
conflicting with the guru’s highest teachings. The apparent conflict itself is only due to 
ignorance. The perception and the statement were in two different realms of reality, with no 
conflict whatsoever. All that was required was to follow the prescribed process and realize for 


itself. No amount of intellectual gymnastics would lead to the final purushartha. 


With this realization, the new butterfly thanks the guru and flies happily around, guiding and 


helping other caterpillars through its life. 
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